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Abstract

For years, our prevailing view of student retention has been shaped by theories that

view student retention through the lens of institutional action and ask what institu-

tions can do to retain their students. Students, however, do not seek to be retained.

They seek to persist. The two perspectives, though necessarily related, are not the

same. Their interests are different. While the institution’s interest is to increase the

proportion of their students who graduate from the institution, the student’s interest

is to complete a degree often without regard to the institution in which it is earned.

Although there has been much written from the former point of view, much less has

been written from the latter. This article seeks to address this imbalance by laying out

a conceptual model of student institutional persistence as seen through the eyes

of students. Having done so, the article asks what such a model implies about

institutional action to promote student persistence.
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For years, our prevailing view of student retention has been shaped by theories
that view student retention through the lens of institutional action and ask what
institutions can do to retain their students.1 Students, however, do not seek to be
retained. They seek to persist. The two perspectives, though necessarily related,
are not the same. Their interests are different. While the institution’s interest is to
increase the proportion of their students who graduate from the institution, the
student’s interest is to complete a degree often without regard to the institution
in which it is earned. Although there has been much written from the former
point of view, much less has been written from the latter. This article, which
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builds upon the work of Allen (1999) and Bean and Eaton (2000), seeks to
address this imbalance. It does so by proposing a conceptual model of student
motivation and institutional persistence and asking, as did Bean and Eaton
(2001), what a focus on student motivation implies about institutional action.

At the outset, it must be pointed out that it is not the intent of this article to
elucidate a full model of student motivation and persistence. Rather by high-
lighting several factors shaping student motivation that are within the capacity
of institutions to influence the article seeks to continue a much-needed
conversation about the ways in which institutional action can promote student
motivation to persist and in turn increase student persistence to completion.

Persistence as Motivation

Seen through the eyes of students, persistence is but one manifestation of
motivation (Bandura, 1989; Graham, Frederick, Byars-Winston, Hunter, &
Handelsman, 2013). Students have to want to persist and expend the effort to
do so even when faced with the challenges they sometimes encounter. Without
motivation and the effort it engenders, persistence is unlikely. Motivation, how-
ever, is malleable. It can be enhanced or diminished by student experiences in
college. As such, one can ask about the nature of those experiences and how they
come to influence student motivation to persist in college and in turn their
willingness to expend the effort needed to do so.

Given the goals that lead students to begin college, it is argued that the impact
of student college experiences on motivation can be understood as the outcome
of the interaction among student goals, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and
perceived worth or relevance of the curriculum (Figure 1).2

Goals

Regarding student goals, though it is evident that having the goal of completing
college is necessary condition for completion, it is not a sufficient condition. This
is the case not only because events during college can influence students’ goals
and motivation but also because the goal itself may vary in both character and
intensity.3 For instance, not all students intend to complete their degree at the
institution in which they first enroll. They intend to transfer to another institu-
tion to do so. Other students may not intend to transfer but do not place great
importance on completing their degree in the institution in which they first
enroll. They may be committed to the goal of completion, but only weakly
committed to do so in their institution of initial enrollment. Conversely,
others students may enroll in a particular institution because their goal is to
obtain their degree from that institution. It is their first choice. Other things
being equal, such students are typically more likely to complete their degrees in
their initial institution.
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Students may also differ in their motivations for attending college. Some
students may be more concerned with the intrinsic benefits of college (e.g.,
learning, affiliation, development, autonomy), while others more concerned
with the perceived extrinsic benefits of college (e.g., income, occupation, further
education). But not all students are clear in their reasons for attending college.
Their lack of clarity can undermine completion (Dietsche, 2009). Others may be
only weakly committed to the goal of completion. Even the smallest of events
can sway their desire to persist.

Such differences in the character and intensity of student goals matter because
students with different goals and motivations for going to college are likely to be
differentially affected by their experiences in college (Guiffrida, Lynch, Wall, &
Abel, 2013).4 It is to these experiences that we now turn. In doing so, we make
the assumption that students begin college with at least some degree to commit-
ment to complete their degree in the institution in which they first enroll and ask
what experiences influence their self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceptions
of the value or relevance of their studies and in turn their motivation to persist.

Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is typically defined as a person’s belief in their ability to succeed in a
specific situation or at a specific task (Bandura, 1977, 1994). It is one manifest-
ation of how individuals come to perceive themselves from experiences and
interactions with others and their capacity to have some degree of control
over their environment (locus of control). Self-efficacy is learned, not inherited.
It is not generalizable in that it applies equally to all tasks and situations but is

Perception of
Curriculum

Self-Efficacy Sense of Belonging 

Goals Persistence  Motivation

Figure 1. A model of student motivation and persistence.
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task and challenge specific. Believing one can succeed in one task does not imply
that one believes in the likelihood of success at a different task (Bandura, 1994).

Sense of self-efficacy influences, in turn, how a person addresses goals, tasks,
and challenges. A strong sense of self-efficacy promotes goal attainment. Persons
with high self-efficacy will engage more readily in a task, expend more effort, and
persist longer in the completion of that task and do so even when they encounter
difficulties (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001). Conversely, a weak sense of self-
efficacy tends to undermine achievement (Bong, 2001; Lent, Brown, & Larkin,
1987; Schunk, 1995; Yuong, Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010). As such, self-efficacy
is the foundation upon which student persistence is built. Students have to
believe they can succeed in college. Otherwise, there is little reason to continue
to invest in efforts to do so.5

A strong sense of self-efficacy cannot be assumed. Although many students
begin college confident in their ability to succeed, some do not, in particular
those whose past experience, educational or otherwise, has led them to question
their ability to succeed. In this regard, one of the challenges of development
education is not only helping students acquire needed academic skills but also
reshaping their belief in their ability to succeed (Hall & Ponton, 2005). Low self-
efficacy can also be the result of negative stereotypes others hold of individuals
or the groups to which they belong, as is sometimes the case for students from
underrepresented groups (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Even brief
reminders of those stereotypes can undermine goal attainment (Steele, 1999).

It is important to recognize, however, that challenges to one’s self-efficacy can
affect all students not just those with weak academic records or from specific
groups. Even those who enter college confident in their ability to succeed can
encounter challenges that serve to weaken their sense of self-efficacy. Experience
matters. This is particularly true during the critical first year as students seek to
adjust to the heightened demands of college education. Thus the finding that
self-efficacy assessed at the midpoint of a course is more predictive of course
performance than self-efficacy measured at the beginning (Gore, 2006).6

Students’ belief in their ability to succeed in college is not just an academic
issue. It can also reflect their perception of their ability to manage the larger task
of going to college especially while trying to manage other responsibilities. This
is but one reason why first-generation and low-income college students and
those with responsibilities beyond the campus (e.g., working students and
those with families) are, on average, less likely to complete than full-time,
non-first-generation students (Pell Institute, 2015).

None of the above should be taken to suggest, however, that student aca-
demic ability does not matter. Rather it argues that without a belief in one’s
ability to succeed, even students with the ability to do so may struggle in college
and become discouraged. Conversely, even a strong belief in one’s ability to
succeed at a particular task does not ensure success in that task if the student
does not possess the academic skills required to do so.
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Sense of Belonging

Believing in one’s ability to successfully complete a particular course of action,
though essential to persistence, does not in itself ensure persistence. What is
also required is that students come to see themselves as a member of a com-
munity of faculty, staff, and other students who value their participation, that
they matter and belong (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Bergen & Milem, 1999; Kuh,
Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005; Stebleton, Soria, Huesman, & Torres, 2014;
Strayhorn, 2008, 2012; Tovar, 2013). The result is a bond, often expressed
as a commitment, which serves to bind the individual to the group or com-
munity even when challenges arise (Tinto, 1987). It can refer to specific smaller
communities within the institution as, for instance, with students with whom
one shares a common interest or more broadly to the institution generally.
Although the former can facilitate persistence, as it may help anchor the
student to other students on campus, it is the latter that is most directly related
to student motivations to persist within the institution. This is the case because
the former does not ensure the latter as a smaller community of students may
see itself as an outcast from the larger institution (Sidanius, Laar, Levin, &
Sinclair, 2004).

It is here that engagement matters, at least as it pertains to their engagement
with others on campus (Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharya, 2010; Trolian,
Jach, Hanson, & Pascarella, in press). But it is not so much engagement per se
that matters, though more engagement with others is generally better than less,
as it is students’ perceptions of those engagements and the meaning they derive
from them as to their belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1966; Strayhorn, 2012).7

Thus the term sense of belonging. Although sense of belonging can mirror
students’ prior experiences, it is most directly shaped by the broader campus
climate and the perceptions of belonging students derive from their daily inter-
actions with other students, faculty, staff, and administrators on campus and the
messages those interactions convey about their belonging (Hurtado & Ponjuan,
2005; Stebleton et al., 2014). Students who perceive themselves as belonging are
more likely to persist because it leads not only to enhanced motivation but also a
willingness to engage others in ways that further persistence (Hausmann,
Schofield, & Woods, 2007). By contrast, a student’s sense of not belonging, of
being out of place, leads to withdrawal from contact that further undermines
motivation to persist (Walton & Cohen, 2007).

Perceptions of Curriculum

Motivation to persist is also influenced by students’ perception of the value or
relevance of their studies (Zepke, in press). Among a number of issues that shape
such perceptions, two stand out, namely students’ perceptions of the quality of
the curriculum and its relevance to matters that concern them (Tessema, Ready,
& Yu, 2012).
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Perceptions of the quality and relevance of the curriculum reflect a complex
interplay among a variety of issues including faculty teaching methods, per-
ceived institutional quality, and student learning style preferences and values.
This is the case because the curriculum is not merely a collection of facts but also
a set of values that influence not only which facts and concepts are presented in
the curriculum but also the perspectives that are deemed appropriate to the
analysis of those facts (Zepke, in press). Although what constitute quality and
relevance is far from simple, the underlying issue is clear, namely that students
need to feel the material to be learned is of sufficient quality to warrant their time
and effort (Frick, Chadha, Watson, Wang, & Green, 2009). Only then will stu-
dents be motivated to engage that material and in turn persist (Becker, 1964;
Reason, 2009; St. John, Cabrera, Nora, & Asker, 2000; Terenzini & Reason,
2005). Curriculum that is seen as unrewarding, irrelevant, or of low quality will
often yield the opposite result.

Before turning to a discussion of implications for practice, it bears repeating
that the conceptual model proposed here is not intended as a full model of
motivation but one that focuses only on those experiences on campus that
shape student motivation that are within the institution’s capacity to influence.
Its focus is as much on institutional practice as it is theory. It is not concerned
with those experiences beyond campus that may also influence motivation. For
instance, it is entirely possible that even the most motivated students may be
forced by external events to withdraw from college. By contrast, it is possible
that some students may persist even when there is little sense of belonging or
perceived relevance of the curriculum. This may be the case when the perceived
extrinsic benefits of earning a college degree are sufficiently great to require
completion.

Persistence: The Institutional Response

Given how students view persistence, the question can now be asked what insti-
tutions can do to enhance the likelihood that more of their students will want to
persist to completion. Beyond the need for institutions to help students clarify
their goals and acquire needed academic skills, how can they address issues of
self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceptions of the curriculum?

Student Self-Efficacy

Regarding self-efficacy, institutions cannot assume that all students enter believ-
ing that they can succeed in college or that their beliefs in their ability to succeed
do not change over the course of the first year. Students’ belief in their capacity
to succeed must be built, reinforced, and maintained throughout their journey
through the institution (Dweck, 2002). While this may be especially true among
students whose past experiences, educational or otherwise, have been less than

6 Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice 0(0)



successful, it can also apply to students who, despite their prior success in
secondary school, struggle to adjust to the academic demands of the institution.

Therefore while it is important that institutions address the implicit, if not
explicit, existence of stereotype threats on campus through interventions that
provide alternative ways of understanding one’s identity (Aronson, Fried, &
Good, 2002; Yeager & Walton, 2011), they also have to monitor and frequently
assess student first-year performance and provide academic, if not social, sup-
port when needed to help students succeed in the first year, especially in the
classrooms of the first year.8 Without support to improve performance, many
lose their motivation to persist and subsequently dropout.

In response, colleges need to offer a range of first-year academic support
programs, the most effective of which are those directly connected to or con-
textualized to the individual courses in which students are enrolled (Perin, 2014;
Perin, Hare Bork, Peverly, & Mason, 2013). Supplemental instruction and
corequisite remediation are but two instances that demonstrate that such class-
room-based support can enhance student performance (Cho, Kopko, Jenkins, &
Jaggars, 2012; Kenney & Kallison, 2006). This is the case because contextual-
ization enables students to more readily apply the support they receive to the
specific demands of the course in which they seek to succeed.

Knowing when support is needed is, however, no easy task. It is for this
reason that many institutions have implemented early-warning systems that
alert faculty and staff to student struggles and allow for early intervention
before their struggles undermine motivation and in turn persistence. Here the
key word is early, as students’ early struggles if left unaddressed will tend to
erode their self-efficacy and further undermine performance. It is also why fre-
quent formative assessment and feedback that enables students to monitor and
adjust their behaviors over the course of the first year must be part and parcel of
the first-year experience.

For some students, social support is also important to their persistence. As
noted earlier, this is especially true for first-generation and low-income students
as well as those who attend part time or have other responsibilities beyond
campus, as such students often have difficulty managing the task of going to
college. Here is where support arising from advising or counseling and mentor-
ing programs can be helpful. So also can cohort and other forms of shared
academic experiences such as learning communities. This is the case because
when properly implemented, social support arises from the shared social activ-
ities within the group, community, or cohort (Tinto & Engstrom, 2008a, 2008b).

Support aside, academic performance is also affected by the nature of the
classrooms in which students participate. Two attributes of classrooms that
concern us here are the pedagogies that shape how students engage in learning
and the attitudes and values of those in the classroom, in particular the faculty.
Regarding pedagogy, those that require students to actively engage with each
other in the pursuit of learning, especially when they have to apply their learning
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to concrete tasks or problems, have been shown to enhance motivation and
improve classroom performance (Johnson & Johnson, 1985; Perez-Pena,
2014). In doing so, they enhance students’ belief in their capacity to succeed.
The more students learn, the more they come to believe they can learn.

Students’ belief in their ability to succeed is also influenced by the attitudes
and values of others in the classroom, especially those of the faculty (Trolian
et al., in press). Their views of students’ ability frequently convey often-subtle
messages that are all too quickly picked by students as to their capacity
to succeed in the classroom. Self-fulfilling behaviors tend to follow. Thus the
concept of self-fulfilling prophesy and the observation that no one rises to low
expectations. In response, institutions need to invest in faculty development to
better ensure that faculty not only posses the skills they need to better help all
students learn and succeed in the classroom but also are aware of how their
behaviors, intentional or otherwise, also influence student success.

Student Sense of Belonging

Enhancing students’ belief in their ability to succeed in college is one thing.
Developing a sense of belonging is another. Sense of belonging is shaped by a
complex array of forces not the least of which are the person’s own perceptual
frame that is a product of past experience and their perception of how others in
the environment perceive them. Institutions can help promote students’ sense of
belonging in a variety of ways. They can ensure, as best they can, that the
makeup of the administration, staff, and faculty are reasonably representative
of all students and that there are sufficient numbers of students of similar back-
grounds on campus to allow for the development of self-sustaining student
communities. No student should ever find him or herself out of place or unrep-
resented by the interests of others on campus. Feeling out of place, however, is
not solely a function of representation. It is also reflective of the broader campus
climate and the perceptions of belonging students derive from their daily inter-
actions with others inside and outside the classroom and the messages those
interactions convey about their belonging (Boysen, 2012; Boysen, Vogel,
Cope, & Hubbard, 2009; Chavous, 2005; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Stebleton
et al., 2014; Strayhorn, 2008, 2012). Here the actions of the administration are
especially important because they speak to the institution’s commitment to serve
the interests of all students. The same can be said for faculty for their actions
help establish the climate within the classroom that shapes success of all students
within the classroom. That being said, it is still the case that every interaction
matters for even a single negative interaction can reverberate in ways that alter
students’ sense of belonging within the institution.9 It bears repeating that it
is not engagement per se that drives sense of belonging, as it is students’
perceptions of their belonging that derives from their engagements. Not all
engagements lead to that perception.
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While the shaping of attitudes and values on campus is no simple matter,
institutions can also promote students’ sense of belonging by promoting those
forms of activity that require shared academic and social experiences. In the
academic realm, this can take the form of cohort programs, learning commu-
nities, and within classrooms the utilization of pedagogies, such as cooperative
learning, that when properly implemented, require students to learn together in
ways that include each group member as equal partners in the learning enter-
prise. In the social realm, they can take steps to provide for a diversity of social
groups and organizations that allow all students to find at least one smaller
community of students with whom they share common bond. This is especially
true of learning communities where students coregister for two or more courses
that are linked by a common theme, issue, or problem to which the courses are
applied. In those communities that also employ active learning strategies that
require students to learn together, students are not only likely to learn more but
also more likely to want to persist and in fact do so (Tinto & Engstrom, 2008b).
They do so in large measure because of the sense of belonging that arises within
the community.

It should be observed that sense of belonging is not just a reflection of a
student’s perception of their place in the social environment. It also mirrors
their perception of their academic belonging. This can apply not only for stu-
dents who find the academic demands of the institution excessively challenging,
as is often the case for developmental education students, but also for those who
find it insufficiently challenging. Both can feel out of place. It can also arise from
a sense of academic disconnect when students finds that their academic interests
are not supported by the institution.

However promoted, it is important that institutions address issues of sense of
belonging at the very outset of the student journey, indeed as early as orienta-
tion. As is the case for self-efficacy, developing a sense of belonging during the
first year serves to facilitate other forms of engagement that further student
development, learning, and completion.

Student Perceptions of the Curriculum

Though it is evident that student persistence is shaped by students’ perception of
the value of the material they are being asked to learn, how institutions can
address this issue is less clear. This is the case because student perceptions of the
curriculum vary not only among different individuals but also between the vari-
ous subjects they are asked to learn. Nevertheless, there are steps institutions can
take to enhance the likelihood that more students will perceive the value of what
they are being asked to learn. First, they have to ensure that all students find
themselves in a field of study appropriate to their needs and interests, find the
material within those courses sufficiently challenging to warrant their effort and,
with academic support, reasonably within their reach. Second, they can ensure
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as best they can that the curriculum, in particular in the social sciences and
humanities, is inclusive of the experiences and histories of the students they
serve. Third, institutions need to be explicit in demonstrating how the subjects
students are asked to learn can be applied to meaningful situations. This is
particularly important in first-year introductory courses, as they serve as gate-
ways to courses that follow. Too often, meaningful connections in those courses
are left for students to discover. In this regard, it must be pointed out that
student perceptions of the lack of relevance of a subject do not necessarily
mean the subject has no relevance, only that students do not perceive its being
relevant or that the course has failed to make its relevance explicit.

One way of making those connections is through the utilization of problem
and project-based pedagogies that call for students to apply what they are
learning to address meaningful problems (Johannes & van Barneveld, 2009).
Another is through contextualization where material students are asked to
learn is learned in the context of another field. The effectiveness of this approach
has been amply demonstrated in the practice of developmental education where
basic skills are taught in the context of another field of study as, for instance,
when developmental English is taught using material from an accounting class in
which students are also enrolled (Perin, 2014; Tinto, 1994). In this and similar
cases, students are more likely to want to learn basic skills because it helps them
learn a subject in which they are interested. One promotes the learning of the
other. Contextualization can also be achieved through the use of learning com-
munities. When properly implemented, students coregister in two or three
courses that are linked through an issue, problem, or project that provides a
unifying theme to the community. Not insignificantly, such multiple course link-
ages also promote a form of interdisciplinary learning that is not easily achieved
in standalone courses (Tinto, 1994).

But the above presumes that students have been advised in ways that enable
them to locate a field of study that addresses their needs and interests. Therefore,
while much of the preceding conversation reflects the actions of faculty, the issue
of relevance is also a function of advising in helping students locate that field of
study. This is particularly important for new students many of whom are unde-
cided as to their major as well as for continuing students who seek to change
their field of study.

Closing Thoughts

Understood from the student perspective, persistence is but one form of motiv-
ation that is shaped not so much by student behaviors and interactions with
others on campus, though clearly it is, as it is student perceptions of those
interactions and the meanings they derive from them as to their capacity to
succeed in college, their sense of belonging in the institution, and their percep-
tions of the value of the curriculum they are asked to study for their degree.
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What then of theories that while stressing engagement do so from a largely
structural frame that focuses attention on the academic and social environments
of institutions in which students are enrolled; a frame that asks how institutions
can retain students. Although not inconsistent with those theories, the concep-
tual model presented here in adopting the students’ view of their experience
seeks to describe the ways in which those environments and the actions institu-
tions take influence students motivation to persistence. In doing so, it provides a
dynamic interface between the actions of the institution that seeks to retain
students and the decisions of students make as to their persistence in the insti-
tution. As importantly, it does so in ways that enable us to better understand
how issues of income, race, and gender, among others, that influence student
perceptions come to influence student persistence.

This is not to say that students’ decisions to persist or depart are not shaped
by other issues such as finances, family obligations, and work. They are. Nor is it
to say that there are not other models of persistence that shed light on the
process of student persistence in ways this perspective does not. There are
(e.g., Astin, 1984; Bean, 1983; Bean & Eaton, 2000; Eaton & Bean, 1995;
St. John et al., 2000; Tierney, 1999). Rather it is to say that understanding
persistence as a form of motivation that is shaped by student perceptions of
their experiences adds another dimension to our understanding of the complex
process of persistence and completion.

For institutions an understanding of student perceptions, not simply their
behavioral manifestation, and their impact upon student decisions to stay or
leave is a prerequisite for the development of a more comprehensive strategy to
further enhance the persistence and completion of all, not just some, students.
Only when institutions understand how student perceptions shape decisions to
persist and how their actions influence those perceptions can institutions move
to impact those decisions in ways that enhance the likelihood of greater persist-
ence while also addressing the continuing gap in college completion between
students of different attributes and backgrounds.
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Notes

1. This article also draws upon Fishbein and Aizen (1975), Guiffrida (2006), Graham
et al. (2013), and Zepke (in press). Their work did much to inform this article.
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2. In several respects, the model is similar to the self-determination perspective that sees
self-determination as shaped by competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Deci,

Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991).
3. It is important to note that some students, in particular those who enroll in community

college, have more limited goals that do not require completion. They leave without a

degree. Although they may see themselves as having been successful in college, the
institution may not share that view.

4. The one exception is where the perceived extrinsic rewards to college completion are so
great as to drive the student to complete regardless of experience.

5. It might be added that such beliefs also depend on one’s perception of their ability to
control events that shape that outcome (i.e., internal locus of control; Baker, 2004;
Findley & Cooper, 1983).

6. This is but one reason why risk models that seek to predict attrition based on student
attributes measured before the start of the first semester have to be taken with a grain
of salt.

7. In stressing the importance of students’ perception of engagement and its relationship
to sense of belonging, I mean to argue that our current focus on largely behavioral
measures of engagement is only part of a more complex picture and if used out of

context may mislead us as to the underlying dynamics of student engagement and
persistence (see Zepke, in press).

8. Yeager and Walton (2011) demonstrated that even minor early presentations that
counter such threats lead to enhanced self-efficacy and improved performance.

9. For underrepresented students, in particular, the sum of many microaggressions can
yield the same outcome (Minikel-Lacocque, 2013; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).
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